
Appendix 1
GREATER MANCHESTER CHURCHES TOGETHER
Note of the Presidents' Meeting (Wardley Hall, 24 September 2009) based on the notes received from David Goodbourn (Facilitator).

Present:
Bishop Terence; Graham Kent, Richard Church, Nick Clifford, Phil Cooper, Keith Davies, Andrew Funnel, David Goodbourn.

1 How to conceive “Churches Together in Greater Manchester”

We worked with an understanding that suggested the main task had moved from running an ecumenical organisation to tending an ecumenical environment. 

In the past, when churches were still deeply suspicious of each other and the sense that we are all one family not yet developed, councils of churches were needed to drive the ecumenical project. Today, however, the environment is one where a degree of ecumenical consciousness can be taken for granted and ecumenical initiatives of all kinds spring up in diverse ways. No one now controls the ecumenical movement. 

Tending the environment means acting like a gardener. The gardener looks for good things and allows them to flourish while being ready to respond when something is needed. He or she looks for things that are dying and weeds them out. The main attention is given to things that will flourish with care but will do so only if carefully nurtured. 

We need, then, an ecumenical approach which will rejoice when ecumenical activity springs up, however it is started, watches for tender ecumenical plants that need care and digs out the bits of ecumenism that are dying. And from time to time it will plant something new. 

Questions emerging from that perspective are:

a) How do we know enough about what’s happening in the garden to know what needs tending and what needs weeding out?

b) Who decides? Does there need to be common agreement?

c) Do we have the level of trust and commitment to one another that permits people to accept that some will want to engage together in things that others don’t, and that all can support them in doing so?

2 Things we need

That doesn’t, however, mean no structures are needed, but it does imply thinking about them differently. If “Churches Together” is the environment then GMCT’s structures are those organisational aspects that need to be ‘tended’. Many things can be expressions of Churches Together that the structures do not touch. Key discussion areas that were identified are listed below. These were not felt to be proposals at this stage but more matters of concern. So for example, the role of the Council was felt to be one which might now be seriously questioned and may need to change but this was not being recommended to happen at this stage. 

a) Freedom for those who want to work together to do so, and those who want to take initiatives to do so.

No one should feel they need the approval of the GMCT structures to work on a shared project, and such projects should be “coalitions of the willing” i.e. only involving those churches or congregations that genuinely want to be involved, not dragging partners in from a feeling of guilt. The bureaucratic difficulties of establishing ecumenical partnerships mean that work with a few partners is sometimes more likely to fly than work with many. 

b) A wide sharing of information about what the various churches and partners are doing, without which such a model cannot work.

It is not possible for people to see potential opportunities for collaboration or opt to join developing initiatives if they know nothing about them. That puts a premium on GMCT as a means of communication. Realistically, it means someone whose regular job it is to talk with church leaders and find out what is going on, then make it known to others – simply agreeing that church leaders will routinely tell one another about everything is bound to fail and lead simply to guilt and recrimination. 

c) The role of the ecumenical officer as networker, catalyst and agent of communication.
The ecumenical officer needs to be embedded in a small supportive team – it is too lonely a job to do alone – which needs to be involved both in planning his work and ensuring accountability for what he does. More reflection is needed on how networks are stimulated and nurtured, and how the balance/connection between networks of enthusiasts and networks of people with ecclesial roles can be developed.

d) A small trustee body to handle finance and employment.
This should be as small as it can be while having the necessary skills, and does not need to be overly representative. The implication is that the Council as originally conceived and constituted is no longer meeting present needs.

e) A regular meeting, planned well in advance, of the group of church leaders, currently called “presidents”.

The purpose is to develop fellowship and trust, and create the kind of relationship necessary for the more informal approach being adopted. There may need to be a balance between inclusiveness and effectiveness. A smaller group knowing each other well may be more likely to spawn creative ideas. 


f) A mechanism for enabling church leaders to speak together at Greater Manchester level on issues with a direct implication for Greater Manchester. 

They should not be doing the job either of national leaders or of leaders in boroughs and local communities. More work is needed to identify the criteria by which judgments on when to speak and act together should be made. 

g) An annual Forum or Assembly 
celebrating the life of the churches together in the Greater Manchester area and giving them maximum profile. It might include a very brief AGM, though company law no longer requires a company to hold an AGM, so if the trustees were appointed by a method other than by election at an AGM a formal AGM may not be needed. (This exists in the current Constitution and has been finalised like this until fairly recently)

3 What needs doing at Greater Manchester level?
We asked ourselves where GMCT sits within the fellowship of churches. It is easier to see how national expressions of that fellowship and very local expressions of it have genuine coherence than a body that reflects no ecclesiastical boundaries. Fellowship among church leaders may be genuine, but fellowship among the churches at this level less so. That means it is important to ask what ecumenism at this level is for: 

· what are the things that can only be done at this level, and 

· what are the things that are better done at this level than at any other? 

Some are obvious. Where government, at both national and local level, operates at the Greater Manchester level, then GMCT needs to be involved. Such matters might include police, fire and emergency, and the move towards a “city region” that all fit that category. Others need more thought. 

We were aware that government and public bodies often approach the churches and faith communities through the Anglican bishop. He therefore has a pivotal role in the ecumenical life of the conurbation. The need for regular communication between him and the ecumenical officer, the latter in his networker/communicator role, is thus vital, as is the engagement of the bishop and the bishop’s team in church leaders’ meetings.

The sponsoring body is one activity that does need to continue at this level. It is an example of a body that fulfils some elements of the gardening metaphor. One possibility we explored was that it might be more pro-active and less reactive, looking for where new initiatives could be taken. It might then provide the means to work with the ecumenical officer in the way described in 2(c) above.
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